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CONCEPTION THROUGH INFANCY IN 
MED l EVAL ENGL l SH 
H ISTOR l CAL AND FOLKLORE SOURCES 
B a r b a r a  A .  H a n a w a l t  
Childhood i s  one of the most c ruc i a l  
per iods of human development and involves 
a un ique combination of ro les fo r  both ch i ld -  
ren and adul ts .  The in fan t  i s  f r a g i l e  and 
en t  ire1 y dependent upon the mother o r  a 
surrogate fo r  her .  Except i n  sickness, an  
i nd i v i dua l  i s  never so completely r e l i an t  
upon others f o r  such prolonged care and 
n u r t w e .  For the parents o r  those i n  a 
parenta l  ro le  there are  great  demands on 
time and a very long per iod when sustained 
a l t r u i s t i c  behavior  i s  requ i red.  While la te r  
developmental stages i n  a person's l i f e  
a re  experienced as an  i nd i v i dua l ,  ch i ld -  
r ea r i ng  i s  a group experience fo r  the im- 
mediate par t i c ipan ts .  Because of the unique- 
ness of the fami l  i a l  in ter re la t ionsh ips and 
the demands placed upon parents, we can 
expect to f i n d  a considerable body of fo lk -  
lore growing up  around the process of ch i ld -  
rea r ing :  tales and  verses that  a i d  the 
parents i n  ch i l d rea r i ng  and te l l  the sad 
fa te  of those who lapse i n  the i r  respon- 
s i b i l i t i e s .  
My concern i n  t h i s  and  i n  other forays 
that  I  have made in to  fo l k lo re  i s  to invest i -  
gate the re la t ionsh ip  between the lore and 
the h is to r i ca l  r e a l i t y .  Th is  i s  essential 
since vast areas of d a i l y  human exper i -  
ences of medieval Europe's r u r a l  popula t ion 
have not been, o r  a re  on1 y beg inn ing to 
be studied. There is, therefore, no fami l i a r  
body of h i s to r i ca l  informat ion ava i l ab le  
to which one can compare the fo lk  l i t e ra tu re .  
I n  comparing f o l k  t r ad i t i on  to d a i l y  human 
experience I want, f i r s t ,  to discover how 
accurate the f o l k l o r i s t i c  l i t e ra tu re  i s  i n  
po r t r ay i ng  h is to r i ca l  r e a l i t y  and, second, 
to learn the extent to which the lore can 
inform the h is to r ian  on the a t t i tudes toward 
fami ly  l i f e  that  were cu r ren t  i n  the la te r  
middle ages. I n  add i t ion,  I would l i k e  
to a le r t  fo l k lo r i s ts  to the usefulness of 
ce r ta in  h is to r i ca l  sources. 
The sources f o r  the paper a re  both 
- h is to r i ca l  documents and  popu la r  I i terature.  
The h is to r i ca l  sources a re  the records of 
coroners ' inquests . The coroners of medieval 
England were charged by  the crown to in-  
vestigate a l l  cases of v io lent  death: homi- 
cides, suicides, and misadventures (ac- 
c idental  deaths).  They examined the body 
and recorded the testimony of witnesses. 
When the coroners o r  the i r  c le rks  were 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i l i gen t  about w r i t i n g  up  
deta i led inquests, these accounts became 
vignettes of d a i l y  l i fe:  they a re  short stories 
of l i ves which a lways end t r ag i ca l l y .  They 
te l l  us much about the d a i l y  ac t i v i t i es  
of the r u r a l  popula t ion i n  England. They 
a re  a remarkably r i c h  source on ch i  l d rea r i ng  
and ch i  ld ren because they record the ch i ld -  
hood accidents, the location of the parents 
and the i r  ac t i v i t i es  a t  the time, and the 
presence of witnesses. The ages of ch i ld ren  
a re  given u n t i l  they become twelve. At 
th i s  age they entered legal adulthood. ' 
I have a l ready used t h i s  mater ia l  on ch i ld -  
r e n ' s  accidents f o r  a piece on ch i l d rea r i ng  
among the lower classes i n  la te  medieval 
England.2 I n  my ea r l i e r  a r t i c l e  I could 
only h i n t  a t  a f fec t i ve  bonds between parents 
and ch i ldren.  The l i t e r a r y  sources i n  t h i s  
paper prov ide fu r ther  ins ights  on t h i s  
subject. v 
Because I am par t i cu la r1  y interested 
i n  ch i  l d rea r i ng  among the peasantry r a the r  
than the upper class, I have selected my 
sources w i th  great  care. The h is to r i ca l  
informat ion on ch i  l d rea r i ng  among the 
nob i l i t y  indicates tha t  i t  was subs tan t ia l l y  'I) 
d i f ferent  from that  among the peasantry.  
I  have, therefore, avoided us ing  romances 
unless there i s  ample evidence that  the 
audiences were popu la r  r a the r  than I imi ted 
to the n o b i l i t y .  Thus I have rest r ic ted 
my research i n  the area of romance to the - 
Breton lays.3 Even the informat ion i n  the 
lays  must be used w i t h  a great  deal of 
care because the subject matter i s  decidedly 
the nob i l i t y .  While the r u r a l  audiences 
may have enjoyed the stories, they d i d  
not necessari l y speak about the audience's - 
own experiences i n  ch i l d rea r i ng  (o r  other 
subjects) .  I have also used l y r i c  poetry 
and  carols.  Here the evidence f o r  a popu la r  
background to the I i tera ture  i s  better, 
though s t i l l  a matter of debate.4 
The ba l l ads  a re  another obvious source w 
for  information on medieval fo l k  t rad i t i ons  
and sentiments. Some of the ba l l ads  der i ve  
from themes and  stor ies that  appear i n  
the romances.5 This over lap of a r i s toc ra t i c  
cu l tu re  w i t h  fo l k  n a r r a t i v e  poems i s  not 
too su rp r i s ing ,  for ,  as  George Duby has t 
shown, there was a great  deal of c u l t u r a l  
interchange between the h i g h  and low 
cu l tures i n  the Midd le   age^.^ The ba l l ads  
a r e  not datab le  before the th i r teenth  century  
bu t  most scholars regard  the fourteenth 
and f i f teenth  centur ies as one of the great  '(lr 
per iods of b a l l a d  making.  Thus, a l though 
the ba l l ads  that  come down to us were 
usua l l y  not wr i t ten  down u n t i l  the eighteenth 
o r  nineteenth centur ies and may be somewhat 
altered, used careful  l y they a re  represen ta- 
.I t i ve  of medieval fo l k  cu l tu re .  7 
The f i n a l  l i t e r a r y  source that  I have 
used i s  sa in ts '  I ives, pa r t i cu la r1  y those 
of the two Eng l i sh  c h i l d  saints,  W l  l l iam 
of Norwich and  Hugh of L incoln.  They 
represent an  in terest ing sent imental izat ion 
rr of ch i ld ren.  The Mi rac les  of Henry V l  are  
also a r i c h  source f o r  sentimental fee l ing 
fo r  c h i ~ d r e n . ~  
Conception i s  the f i r s t  step toward 
chi ldhood and the f o l k  t rad i t i ons  of western 
Europe conform f a i r l y  closely to the sc ien t i f i c  
- explanat ion of reproduction. J. A.  Barnes, 
an anthropologist,  has discussed the 
importance of t h i s  f o r  the West. He po in ts  
out that  the mother-chi I d  re la t ionsh ip  i s  
b io logical  I y unambiguous regardless of 
cu l tu re  and tha t  there a re  innate and 
- genetical l y determined responses i n  a woman 
to care f o r  her  c h i l d  a f te r  she g ives b i r t h .  
Thus t h i s  re la t ionsh ip  i s  "a lways recognized 
c u l t u r a l l y  and  ins t i tu t iona l i zed  soc ia l ly  ."9 
The evidence f o r  the father-chi  I d  re la t ion-  
ship, phys ica l  fatherhood, i s  less apparent  
Y so that  fatherhood i s  more often a social 
i ns t i tu t ion .  3ut  when coupled w i th  monogamy, 
there i s  a basis f o r  the possible development 
of ideas about phys ica l  fatherhood. At least 
since Ar is to t le  the Western in te l  lectual t rad i -  
t ion connected the act of copulat ion w i th  
w the product ion of babies.  The fo lk  t rad i t i ons  
d i d  as well .  But i t  was not u n t i l  the la te  
nineteenth century that  there was sc ient i f i c  
evidence ind ica t ing  the existence of eggs 
and sperm and the b io log ica l  process of 
reproduction. P r i o r  to these discoveries, 
- Western European unders tand ing of the bio- 
logical  s ign i f icance of pa te rn i t y  was com- 
parab le  to that  of other cultures.1° 
The medical in fo rmat ion  on contracep- 
t i on  a v a i l a b l e  in  Europe in the  l a t e r  M idd le  
Ages g ives  no i n d i c a t i o n  o f  a n  under-  m 
s t a n d i n g  of how corlception took p lace  d u r i n g  
co i tus .  There were a v a r i e t y  of spermacides, 
ta l ismans,  supposi tor ies,  he rba l  pot ions 
to d r  ink--one source recommends t h a t  women 
jump backwards  seven to nille t imes a f te r  
coi tus  to prevent  concept ion.  l nforma t ion  *r 
of t h i s  k i n d  was genera l l y  a v a i l a b l e  i n  
f o l k  medicine as  we l l .  Indeed, the  d i s t i n c t i o n  
between professional  a n d  f o l k  medic ine was 
almost non-existent in  the M idd le  Ages. 
S u r p r i s i n g l y ,  the C h i l d  b a l l a d s  do not  con- 
t a i n  any  reference to contracept ion,  a l t hough  w 
they a r e  rep le te  w i t h  s tor ies  of p r e m a r i t a l  
p regnancy a n d  a l l  poet ic  sources i n d i c a t e  
a n  awareness t h a t  co i tus  produced c h i l d -  
ren.  l 2  His to r i ca l  a n d  l i t e r a r y  sources bo th  
p lace  a heavy emphasis on the loss o f  the  
maidenhead as a necessary r e s u l t  of co i tus  - 
a n d  a precond i t ion  to pregnancy.  Th is  i s  
q u i t e  e x p l i c i t  in the r a p e  scene in S i r  
D e g a 6  when he " r a f t e  h u r  of h y r  maydyn 
hod" a n d  t o l d  h e r  t h a t  she was now preg-  
nant.13 In manor ia l  cou r t  r o l l s  one f i n d s  
loss of maidenhead was a f i n a b l e  offense w 
c a l l e d  " leyrwyth."14 
Premar i ta l  p regnancy was not neces- 
s a r i  l y considered i mmora I  in medieva I  
Eng land.  Romances, such as L e  Fre ine ,  '5 
and  ba l l ads ,  such as  Gi l  Breton a n d  R idd les  
Wisely Expounded, rewarded p r e m a r i t a l  w 
pregnancy w i t h  des i rab le  marr iages.  16 
There i s  i nc reas ing  evidence tha t  p r e m a r i t a l  
sex and  pregnancy were common in Eng land .  
The evidence f o r  the  l a t e r  p e r i o d  i s  v e r y  
good, a n d  increasing1 y f o r  medieval  Europe 
as we11.18 Marr iages were not cons ide red  tobe - 
v a i l d  u n t i l  there was co i tus  a n d  of ten the  
proof  of t h i s  was c h i l d r e n .  Mar r iages  cou ld  
b e  formed l e g a l l y  b y  the consent of t he  
two p a r t i e s  a n d  consummation of the mar- 
r i age .  No church  serv ice  was necessary. 19 
- I t  i s  possib le t h a t  the  E n g l i s h  peasant ry  
p rac t i ced  the custom of not  nego t ia t i ng  
a mar r iage  u n t i l  there was proof  t h a t  i t  
would produce c h i l d r e n .  Th is  was common 
e I sew here. 
With the elementary knowledge a n d  
w approp r ia te  myths t h a t  p rocreat ion  took 
a man, a woman, a n d  the act' of co i tus,  
i t  i s  no  wonder t h a t  one of the most common 
themes i n  a l l  types of l i t e r a t u r e  dwel t  on 
the problem of Mary  b e i n g  the mother of 
Jesus b u t  a lso  a v i r g i n .  The verse form 
- fo l  lowed a f a i r l y  s t a n d a r d  fo rmula :  
Mary  M o t h e r ,  w e l l  w i t h  t h e e !  
Mary  Ma iden ,  t h i n k  on me! 
M o t h e r  and  m a i d  was n e v e r  n o n ,  
T o g e t h e r ,  Lady,  b u t  t h o u  a l o n e .  2 0 
- Th is  dilemma even appears  in Robin 
Hood and Guy of Guisborne: "Ah cieere 
L a d y !  . . . Thou a r t  both mother a n d  may!1121 
There were o ther  problems w i t h  
Mary  a n d  the Holy Fami l y  t h a t  appeared 
to pe rp lex  the song w r i t e r s .  A l l  k i n s h i p  
- systems t h a t  they knew were l inear - -  
e i t he r  ho r i zon ta l  o r  v e r t i c a l .  The Holy 
Fami l y  appeared to have  a c i r c u l a r  
k i n s h i p  system: 
Thou woman w i t h o u t  p e e r ,  
D i d s t  t h i n e  own f a t h e r  b e a r  
G r e a t  wonder I t w a s  
T h a t  one woman was m o t h e r  
To f a t h e r  and  h e r  b r o t h e r - -  
So n e v e r  o t h e r  was. 
Thou my s i s t e r  a n d  m o t h e r - -  
And t h y  s o n  my b r o t h e r - -  
Who s h o u l d  t h e n  d r e a d ?  
Who h a s  k i n g  f o r  b r o t h e r  
And e k e  t h e  q u e e n  f o r  m o t h e r ,  
W e l l  s h o u l d  b e  s p e d .  2 2  
The quest ion en larges f rom how a maiden 
can  b e  a mother to how she c a n  be  the 
mother of bo th  the  son a n d  the fa the r .  
The o ther  k i n s h i p  l abe ls  of s is te rs  a n d  
b ro the rs  i n  C h r i s t  a r e  a l so  b rough t  in 
to t h i s  confusion of c i r c u l a r  k i n s h i p .  
These wor r ies  were the s t u f f  o f  
heresy a n d  h a d  been a problem f o r  the 
e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  Chruch in the  cont roversy  
over  the T r i n i t y .  Were the three members 
separate ent i t ies ,  hence l i a b l e  to be  
confused w i t h  p a g a n  gods, o r  were they 
b lended i n t o  one substance? The Nicene 
creed c l a r i f i e d  t h i s  doc t r i ne  a n d  reference 
to the doc t r i ne  was of ten made i n  the  
ca ro l  s .  The Chr i s to log i ca l  heresies r a i s e d  
the problem of the d i v i n e  o r  human n a t u r e  
of Chr i s t  a n d  whether Mary  w a s  the 
mother of the man, Jesus, o r  of God. 
The Church h a d  apparen t l y  not been 
successful i n  r e s o l v i n g  these p rob  Iems 
which r a n  c o n t r a r y  to observed f a c t  
about  conception a n d  k i n s h i p ,  b u t  they 
a t  least  conveyed the idea t h a t  these 
myster ies shou ld  not be  quest ioned. One 
poem tha t  discussed the con t rad ic t i ons  
concluded w i t h  the  verse: 
W i t  H a t h  wonder  a n d  k i n d  n e  can .  
How m a i d e n  i s  m o t h e r  a n d  God i s  man. 
L e a v e  t h y  a s k i n g  a n d  b e l i e v e  t h a t  wonder ,  
F o r  m i g h t  h a t h  m a s t e r y  a n d  s k i l l  g o e t h  u n d e r .  2 3 
Mary  a n d  he r  k i n  were obv ious  except ions 
to the  normal process of conception a n d  
the  normal  taboos aga ins t  incest.  
Once the woman became p regnan t  
there i s  ve ry  l i t t l e  about  the problems 
of p regnancy o r  the development of the 
c h i l d  i n  e i the r  h i s t o r i c a l  o r  l i t e r a r y  
sources . 
Abort ion rece i ves some mention. 
I n  Tam Lin and Mary ~ a m i l t o n , ~ ~  abort ions 
- were attempted w i th  a n  herb o r  leaves 
from a tree growing i n  the church ya rd .  
Probably t h i s  would be a p l an t  growing 
on the northside where the unbapt ised 
were bur ied.  The medical texts l i s t  a 
va r ie ty  of herbal  suppositories and  pot ions 
.I that a woman might  take to induce abor- 
t i ~ n . ~ ~  Henry de Bracton i n  The Laws 
and Customs of England and la te r  the 
author of Fleta are  the f i r s t  Eng l i sh  
legal wr i ters  to connect abort ion w i th  
manslaughter and the methods they name 
w are  d r i n k i n g  potions o r  h i t t i n g  o r  pressing 
a p re  nant  woman so as to k i l l  the 
foetus.' Such abort  ion attempts d i d  
take p lace as a case in the coroners' 
r o l l s  show. 
On 12 Dec. 1 5 0 3  J o a n  Wynspere  o f  B a s f o r d ,  ' s y n g i l -  
woman', b e i n g  p r e g n a n t ,  a t  B a s f o r d  d r a n k  d i v e r s  
p o i s o n e d  a n d  d a n g e r o u s  d r a u g h t s  t o  d e s t r o y  t h e  
c h i l d  i n  h e r  womb, o f  w h i c h  s h e  i m m e d i a t e l y  d i e d .  
Thus she  f e l o n i o u s l y  s l e w  a n d  p o i s o n e d  h e r s e l f  
as  a  s u i c i d e  a n d  a l s o  t h e  c h i l d  i n  h e r  womb. . . . 
Thomas L i c h e f e l d  o f  B a s f o r d ,  c l e r k ,  t h e n  f e l o n i o u s l y  
e n t e r t a i n e d  h e r  a t  B a s f o r d ,  k n o w i n g  t h a t  s h e  h a d  
c o m m i t t e d  t h i s  f e l o n y .  2 7  
Successf u l  abort ions must have been 
r a r e  and i n  the ba l l ads  they a re  never 
ca r r i ed  out o r  f a i l .  
Ch i l db i r t h  was and  i s  one of the 
major markers i n  l i f e  both f o r  the mother 
and the baby so that  there i s  a considerable 
amount of informat ion about i t  i n  the 
poetry.  :vlen were p roh ib i ted  from be ing 
present a t  the b i r t h  as we can see i n  
the Leesome Brand where the p roespect i ve 
mother orders her  lover to go out  hun t ing .  
Idea l l y ,  the b i r t h  was accomp I i shed 
w i th  the a i d  of a midwife and the eleven- 
year-old g i r l  i n  the Leesome Brand  regrets 
that  she has none. 28 The mother of 
Freine d i d  have a midwife. I t  i s  t rue 
that  u n t i l  recent centur ies i n  Western 
Europe and s t i l l  i n  most cu l tures ch i ld -  
b i r t h  i s  exc lus ive ly  a r i t u a l  f o r  female 
pa r i t i c i pa t i on .  Midwives and  other women 
were always present i n  the Midd le  ~ ~ e s . 2 9  
What i s  le f t  out of most descript ions 
of c h i l d b i r t h  i n  both h is to r i ca l  and 
l i t e r a r y  sources i s  the posi t ion of the 
woman when she gave b i r t h .  La te r  manuals 
on c h i l d b i r t h  have the woman l y i n g  
down o r  i n  d i f f i c u l t  b i r t h s  us ing  a special 
c h a i r  to pu t  her  i n  a semi-recl ining 
posi t ion.  Two of the ba l lads ,  The Cruel 
Mother and  F a i r  Janet, suggest a more 
p r im i t i ve  method used fo r  b i r t h s  i n  the 
woods when there was not a n  at tendant 
midwife. I n  The Cruel Mother she went 
out to the woods and  leaned  w i th  her  
back against  a tree. I n  some versions 
she pu ts  her  foot to a tree o r  to a stone. 
I n  F a i r  Janet she d i rec ts  her  lover as 
fol lows: 
' I Y e ' l l  do me up, and f u r t h e r  up. 
To t h e  t o p  o f  yon greenwood t r e e ;  
F o r  eve ry  p a i n  myse l f  s h a l  hae, 
The same p a i n  ye maun dr ie. l130 
I  th ink  that  Wimberly correct ly  ident i f ies  
t h i s  w i th  the custom of g i v i n g  b i r t h  
i n  a crouched o r  semi-standing posi t ion 
whi le  grasp ing the l imbs of a tree.3! 
I t  may well have been used i n  medieval 
England. 
When a c h i l d  was born,  the midwife 
washed i t  w i th  warm water o r  perhaps 
used o i l ,  sa l t  o r  rose peta ls  to c lean 
the baby and s t ra ighten i t s  l imbs. 32 
I n  the ba l l ads  the washing r i t u a l s  i s  
mentioned bu t  i t  i s  sometimes done i n  
water and sometimes done i n  m i l k  o r  
wine. 33 The insistence on the necessity 
- of a r i t u a l  washing may be a n  ind ica t ion  
that  the c h i l d  was not considered t r u l y  
human un  t i l the ceremony was performed. 34 
Chi I d  comments that  Tam L i n '  s request 
to be dipped in a s tand of m i l k  and  
then i n  a stand of water re f lec ts  a s t rong 
- t rad i t i on  f o r  a process e f fec t ing 
from non-human to human states. than% 
The washing ceremony a n d  i t s  s ign i f icance 
must represent an  o lder  t r ad i t i an  than 
the chr is ten ing o r  bapt ism that  a lso 
appears i n  the ba l lads .  The appearance 
- and importance of t h i s  r i t u a l  would 
be a f r u i t f u l  area f o r  f u tu re  h is to r i ca l  
and fo lk lo re  research. 
That the washing of the in fan t  
i n  the ba l l ads  i s  a lways done a t  the 
f a the r ' s  d i rec t ion ra ises some in te res t ing  
- questions about h i s  ro le  in dec id ing 
to keep the ch i l d .  D i d  the fa ther  make 
the u l t imate decision about the l i f e  and  
death of the newborn? I n  the Nordic 
Dead-Child T rad i t i on  Pent ikainen says 
that  the fa thers  were the ones to decide 
w i f  the baby would be pu t  to i t s  mother 's 
breast  o r  not. Pi c h i l d  could not be 
abandoned i f  i t  had  been suckled o r  
i f  i t  had  been named.36 The Roman t r ad i t i on  
also ca l led  fo r  the baby to be l a i d  on 
the ear th  before the fa ther  and i t  would 
I be al lowed to l i v e  i f  he p icked i t  up.37 
'?/hen ch i ld ren  a re  abandoned i n  the 
lays, i t  i s  a lso done immediately a f te r  
b i r t h .  Thus i n  both S i r  Degar-6 and Le 
Fre ine the rnother abandons her  ch i  I d  
immediately .38 These customes ind icate  
w that  before the r i t u a l  of c lean ing and 
naming the c h i l d  i s  less thac human 
and can be abandoned or k i l l e d .  
Evidence on i n f a n t i c i d e  i n  l a t e  
medieval  Eng land  i s  r a r e .  The secu lar  
law d i d  not have  a c lea r  statement about  
the c r i m i n a l  s ta tus  of such deaths.  Sometimes 
the women who committed i t  were h e l d  
c u l p a b l e  a n d  sometimes they were not.  
There was not c l e a r  law u n t i l  the seventeenth 
cen tu ry  .39 Ecc les ias t ica l  law p r o h i b i t e d  
i n f a n t i c i d e  b u t  ve ry  few prosecut ions 
f o r  i t  appear  in the b i s h o p ' s  courts.40 
The coroner 's  r o l l s  a n d  other  secu lar  
cou r t  r o l l s  show ve ry  few cases. Out 
of a sample of about  f o u r  thousand homic ide 
cases t h a t  I have  surveyed f rom gaol 
d e l i v e r y  r o l l s  a n d  coroners '  r o l l s  on l y  
two cases of the murder  of newborn i n f a n t s  
appeared. I n  one case A l ice  Gru t  and 
A l ice  Grym were i n d i c t e d  f o r  d rown ing  
a three-year-old i n f a n t  .41 Obviously,  
t h i s  c h i l d  would have  a l r e a d y  been suckled.  
In the  other  case the j u r o r s  of Oxford 
s a i d  tha t  a b a b y  g i r l ,  one-half-day 
o ld ,  was c a r r i e d  downstream, a n d  they 
knew no th ing  about the f a t h e r  o r  the 
mother. She s t i l l  h a d  the u m b i l i c a l  cord  
a n d  the j u r o r s  apparen t l y  took t h i s  
as a s i g n  tha t  she was not bapt ised.  42 
Even i f  one inc ludes a l l  of  the acc identa l  
deaths repor ted  where the v i c t i m  i s  under  
one year  o l d  a p a t t e r n  of i n f a n t i c i d e  
does not emerge.43 The exp lana t ion  fo r  
t h i s  low inc idence of i n f a n t i c i d e  i s  as  
yet e lus ive .  I t  m igh t  be t h a t  i t  was 
so common t h a t  i t  w a s  not reported.  
I t  m ight  have  been unnecessary when 
i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  was h i g h  and  a l l  able-  
bod ied people were needed f o r  work on 
the land.  Or the taboo aga ins t  i t  may 
have  been p r a t i c u l a r l  y s t rong.  
The c lass ic  b a l l a d  aga ins t  i n f a n t i c i d e  
i s  The Cruel  Mother. Immediately a f t e r  
g i v i n g  b i r t h  she stabbed h e r  two c h i l d r e n  
\1\1ith a k n i f e .  They come back to haun t  
he r  and  cause he r  to lament f o r  he r  
1 dead twins.44 Other t h a n  t h i s  b a l l a d  
i n fan t i c ide  does not p l a y  a l a r g e  r o l e  
i n  popu la r  l i t e r a t u r e .  There a r e  a p p a r e n t l y  
no poems about i t  a n d  i n  the romances 
the c h i  l d ren  a r e  not abandoned wi thout  
some p rov i s ion  f o r  a su r roga te  pa ren t  
w near  a t  hand.  I t  i s  i n te res t i ng  t h a t  
i n  bo th  of the l a y s  c i t e d  the c h i l d r e n  
a r e  le f t  w i t h  members of the c le rgy ,  
f o r  t h i s  i s  what  would have  happened 
to many of the found l i ngs  in  medieval 
Europe. 45 
- Was b i r t h  deformi ty  a n  excuse 
f o r  i n f a n t i c i d e  o r  was i t  common f o r  
deformed c h i l d r e n  to be a1 lowed to l i v e ?  
I n  h i s  d iscussion of the  I r i s h ,  G i r a l d u s  
Cambrensis c la ims  tha t  they common1 y 
p rac t i ced  incest a n d  po in ted out  t h a t  
- the consequence was a h i g h  degree of 
b i r t h  defects. tle c la imed t h a t  no o ther  
n a t i o n  h a d  so many c h i l d r e n  who were 
b o r n  b l i n d ,  lame, o r  w i t h  some other  
defect. I n  i ns t ruc t i ons  to the  m idw i fe  
she was to examine the c h i l d  a f t e r  b i r t h  
I to d iscover any  marks  o r  deformi t  ies.46 
I n  the Norse t r a d i t i o n  such deformi t ies 
would be adequate excuse f o r  i n f a n t i c i d e .  47 
There i s  no evidence of t h i s  in Eng land  
i n  e i the r  h i s t o r i c a l  o r  l i t e r a r y  sources. 
Even the l i t t l e  monster, S i r  Gowther, 
v i s  a l  lowed to l  i v e  a l though  h i s  v ic iousness 
i s  immediately apparent  i n  h i s  l i t e r a l l y  
suck ing  the l i f e  ou t  of n i n e  nurses.48 
A c h i l d  w i t h  major  defects would c e r t a i n l y  
d i e  very  soon, f o r  on the average 50 
to 30 percent of the i n f a n t s  d ied  i n  
v any  case. I t  i s  a l so  poss ib le  t h a t  the  
pa ren ts  would not  take  as  good ca re  
of such a n  i n f a n t  a n d  t h a t  ~t  would 
even tua l l y  d i e  f rom neglect o r  f rom a n  
accident .  
I t  i s  i n te res t i ng  to hypothesize 
t h a t  the f o l k  preoccupat ion w i t h  changel  i n g s  
m igh t  have  to do w i t h  b i r t h  defects. 
The problem i s  t h a t  there i s  no  c l e a r  
t r a d i t i o n  in the ba l l ads ,  the o n l y  sources 
surveyed,  about the  age when the  e lves 
steal  the b a b y  a n d  put one of t h e i r  
own i n  i t s  p lace.  Sometimes i t  occurs 
when the c h i l d  i s  a b a b y  b u t  in o ther  
instances the c h i l d  i s  two o r  three o r  
even older.49 Since the change l i ng  i s  
not a deformed c h i l d ,  b u t  a d i f f e ren t  
a n d  perhaps d i f f i c u l t  c h i l d ,  I t h i n k  
the t r a d i t i o n  must be  associated w i t h  
the  " t e r r i b l e  twos," the per iod  when 
c h i  l d r e n  become more mobi Ie  an t i  undergo 
enot ional  adjustments to t h e i r  su r round ings .  
I t  i s  a p e r i o d  when the c h i l d r e n  a r e  
s t i l l  ve ry  dependent upon t h e i r  pa ren ts  
f o r  s u r v i v a l ,  a n d  a r e  extremely d i f f i c u l t  
to  d i s c i p l i n e  a n d  to keep out  of t roub le .  
The ages of two a n d  three were the  
most dangerous f o r  the c h i l d r e n  who 
appeared in the coroners ' r o l  l s: 48 percent  
of the acc identa l  deaths occur red a t  
t h i s  age. I n  the process o f  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  
t h e i r  su r round ings  they drown, p o u r  
s c a l d i n g  l i q u i d s  on themselves, get b u r i e d  
under  w a l l s  a n d  w0od~ i les .50  The pa ren ts  
m igh t  we1 l have  ambiva lent  fee l ings  
about  these todd lers  a n d  t h i n k  t h a t  
they were changel  i ngs .  
I t  i s  i n te res t i ng  t h a t  t h i s  ambiguous 
a t t i t u d e  a lso 5i~m;l ou t  in the  mi rac les  
of Henry VI.  of the  c h i l d r e n  who 
a r e  restored to l i f e  b y  t h e i r  p a r e n t s  
c a l l i n g  on Henry came to g r i e f  t h rough  
t h e i r  c u r i o s i t y  about  t h e i r  su r round ings .  
As in the coroners '  r o l l  cases, the  pa ren ts  
h a d  jus t  t u rned  t h e i r  backs  f o r  the 
moment when the accident  occurred.  The 
cases of mi rac les  a r e  r e m a r k a b l y  close 
to those of coroners' inquests i n  the i r  
form. The person who recorded the miracles 
w 
must have had experience w i t h  the form 
i n  which evidence was g iven a t  inquests. 
Once the decision was made that  
the c h i l d  should l ive ,  i t  was nursed. 
While upper-class women such as S i r  
Gowther's mother might  h i r e  nurses of 
- the k n i g h t l y  class, most women nursed 
the i r  own ch i ldren.  The most important  
model fo r  th i s  act i n  the la te r  Middle 
Ages was, of course, Mary .  Statuary 
depicts her  as nu rs i ng  and so do the 
popular  songs. 
- 
As she  h i m  t o o k  a l l  i n  h e r  l a p .  
He t o o k  t h a t  m a i d e n  b y  t h e  pap ,  
And t o o k  t h e r e o f  a  r i g h t  g o o d  nap .  [ g r i p ]  
And s u c k e d  h i s  f i l l  o f  t h a t  l i ~ o u r . ~ *  
- This i s  bu t  one among many examples 
of the tender scenes between Mary and 
Jesus d u r i n g  nurs ing .  I n  one Jesus thanks 
h i s  mother fo r  nu rs i ng  h im and general 
songs i n  p ra ise  of women show s im i l a r  
grat i tude.53 The moral i s t i c  wr i te rs  pointed 
w to th is  example to t r y  to persuade the 
noble women to nurse the i r  own ch i ldren.54 
There i s  no informat ion i n  the 
poems about how f requent ly  o r  how long 
the babies were nursed, nor i s  there 
h is to r i ca l  information, even i n  medical 
- tracts.  I n  one of the miracles of Henry 
VI a c h i l d  of three i s  rev ived  a f te r  
be ing crushed and the mother immediately 
suckled i t .55 I t  i s  possible that  a c h i l d  
would be nursed u n t i l  the age of three. 
But i t  i s  a lso reasonable to suggest 
v tha t  th i s  represents a strong f o l k  bel ief  
about the cu ra t i ve  powers of mother 's 
m i l k .  I f  a c h i l d  needed medicine i t  was 
given to the mother and  assumed tha t  
the i n f a n t  got the benef i ts  th rough  he r  
m i l k .  56 
The baby  was swaddled a n d  p laced 
in a c rad le .  The custom of s w a d d l i n g  
appears  i n  b a l l a d s ,  lays ,  a n d  caro ls .  
Again,  the reader  of the ca ro l s  about  
Chr i s t  i s  asked to feel s o r r y  f o r  h i m  
because he  h a d  no s w a d d l i n g  c lothes 
o r  c r a d l e .  
On a  p o o r  b e d  Thou l i e s t  h e r e  
T h a t  g r i e v e s  me s o r :  
Thy c r a d l e  b a r e  i s  as  a  b i e r  
. . .  
J e s u ,  s w e e t  Son b e  n o t  w r a t h  
Though I h a v e  n e i t h e r  c l o u t  n o r  c l o t h  
Round Thee t o  f o l d  ; 
I h a v e  n o  c l o u t  Thee t o  n e x t ,  
B u t  l a y  Thy f e e t  t o  my b r e a s  
And k e e p  They f r o m  t h e  c o l d .  k7 
Some of the peasan t ry  must have  found 
i t  easy to i d e n t i f y  w i t h  the p l i g h t  of 
Jesus a n d  h i s  mother. I n  a ve ry  touch ing 
scene i n  the  f i e l d s  in  Song of the Husband- 
man the c h i l d r e n  a r e  taken to work 
w i t h  t h e i r  parents .  
And a t  t h e  l o n d e s  ende  l a y  a  l i t e l l  c r o m - b o l l e ,  
And t h e r e  o n  l a y  a  l i t t e l  c h i l d e  l a p p e d  i n  c l o u t e s ,  
And t w e y n e  o f  t w e i e  y e r e s  o l d e  opon  a - n o t h e r  s y d e ,  
They were a l l  c r y i n g  u n t i l  t h e i r  f a t h e r  
s ighed a n d  asked them to be  s t i  1 1  .58 
Much of the c h i l d ' s  e a r l y  years  
were spent in the c rad le .  Learned op in ion  
f rom books of adv i ce  adv ised  t h a t  the 
l e f t  in the c r a d l e  u n t i l  age 
ch i l d5 'eCh i ld ren  three. d i d  spend a good b i t  
of t ime there because a swaddled c h i l d  
in a c r a d l e  was not  much t roub le  to 
take  ca re  of a n d  cou ld  be  le f t  a lone 
i n  the  house. The most common accident  
f o r  bo th  male a n d  female i n f a n t s  was 
to be bu rn t  i n  the c rad le  (50 percent 
of female in fan ts  and  46 percent of male) .  
Since the in fants  were wrapped i n  l inen, 
l  insey-woolsy, o r  wool, the smell of 
bu rn ing  cloth, i f  not the c r y  of the 
ch i ld ,  would c a l l  a t tent ion to the accident 
i f  an  adu l t  were i n  the house. I n  one 
case the c h i l d ' s  en t i re  legs were burned 
up to h i s  penis. The extent of bu rns  
seems to ind icate  tha t  in fan ts  were often 
le f t  alone i n  the house, and  a few cases 
mention th is .  I n  one inquest the j u ro r s  
sa id  that  the fa ther  was i n  the f i e lds  
and the mother had  gone out  to the 
well when the c h i l d  was burned. I n  
a London case of neglect Johanna, Daughter 
of Bernard de I r launde,  a c h i l d  of one 
month, was k i l l e d  i n  her c rad le  by  a 
sow b i te .  Her mother had  le f t  her  alone 
i n  the i r  shop w i th  the door open and 
a sow war,dertd i n  and b i t  he r  head. 
The ju ro rs  go on to say that  "at  length" 
her  mother re turned to the shop and 
found her.60 The anx ie ty  about los ing 
ch i ld ren  i n  f i res  i s  expressed i n  one 
of the miracles of Henry V I .  A mother 
was going out and  leav ing  her  son alone. 
She ca l led on Henry to protect h im and 
when she came back the house was i n  
flames bu t  the c h i l d  came out unharmed.62 
The exp lanat ion f o r  the c rad le  
f i r es  that  repeated I y appeared i n  the 
coronerst r o l l s  was that  a chicken had  
wandered in to  the house and  had  p icked 
up  a bu rn ing  coal from the hear th  o r  
a piece of b u r n i n g  straw, and  dropped 
i t  on the straw-strewn f loor .  Th is  could 
be correct. The f i r es  were i n  the center 
of the room on a ra ised  p la t form.  There 
was straw on the f loor  f o r  wartnth and 
the c h i l d ' s  c rad le  may also have had  
a straw pa l le t  i n  i t .  Chickens wandered 
f r ee l y  in a n d  out  of the houses. I  have  
searched in  v a i n  f o r  some f o l k  t r a d i t i o n  
tha t  would p a r t i c u l a r l y  b lame the ch icken 
f o r  such mal ic ious  acts.  They a r e  not  
a respected b i r d ,  b u t  they a r e  not  rega rded  
as  v ic ious .  C rad le  deaths were no longer  
common b y  the t h i r d  yea r  of a c h i l d ' s  
I i f e  so tha t  c h i l d r e n  must have  been 
out  of the c r a d l e  b y  then o r  spend ing 
cons iderab ly  less t ime there. 
The c h i l d  was not conf ined in  
swadd l i ng  c lo ths  a n d  the c r a d l e  a l l  
of the  f i r s t  yea r  of I i f e .  By the end 
of i t  c h i l d r e n  h e r e  u p  a n d  mobi le enough 
to get i n t o  t roub le .  They wandered a round  
cour t  y a r d s  a n d  f e l l  i n t o  wel ls,  ponds, 
a n d  d i tches on t h e i r  p a r e n t s '  p roper t y .  
For  instance, 
J o h n ,  s o n  o f  R e g i n a l d  Reeve  o f  S t u r t e s l o w ,  
an i n f a n t  o n e  a n d  a h a l f  y e a r s  o l d ,  went  o u t s i d e  
R e g i n a l d ' s  d o o r  w h i l e  t h e  l a t t e r  was a t  d i n n e r ,  
a n d  f e l l  i n t o  a  c e r t a i n  d i t c h  a n d  was d r o w n e d .  
A l i c e ,  h i s  m o t h e r ,  s e a r c h e d  f o r  h i m ,  t o  wit, h e r  
i n f a n t ,  a n d  f o u n d  him d r o w n e d . 6 2  
They a lso  got i n t o  accidents in the  house, 
the most common of wh ich  was p u l l i n g  
pots of f  t r i v e t s  a n d  s c a l d i n g  themselves. 
F a l l s  and  p l a y i n g  w i t h  k n i v e s  a l so  b rough t  
death. These accidents cont inued f o r  
two- a n d  three-year o lds,  b u t  even a t  
t h i s  e a r l y  age sex d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  in 
the accident  p a t t e r n s  began to appear .  
G i r l s  were i nvo lved  in  accidents p l a y i n g  
w i t h  pots o r  cau ld rons  (27  percent  of 
t h e i r  acc idents a t  age two a n d  three)  
w h i l e  o n l y  14 percent  of the  boys  were. 
The g i r l s  were obvious1 y i m i t a t i n g  t h e i r  
mothers'  work. I n  the accidents wh ich  
occur red outs ide  the home the l i t t l e  boys 
predominated.  The boys  apparent1 y fo l  lowed 
t h e i r  6 j a t h e r s  in t h e i r  tasks  outs ide  the 
horne . 
The M i rac les  show the a n x i e t y  
of the pa ren ts  about  the accidents a n d  
the fac t  t ha t  the  c h i l d r e n  were not we l l  
superv ised . 
[ B e n e d i c t a ]  h a d  s c a r c e  y e t  r e a c h e d  h e r  s e c o n d  y e a r ,  
s o  t h a t  she  h a d  c l e a r l y  n o  s t r e n g t h  w h e t h e r  o f  
m i n d  o r  b o d y  t o  h e l p  h e r s e l f  a t  a l l ;  and,  w h i l e  
she  was p l a y i n g  b y  h e r s e l f  w i t h i n  t h e  d o o r s  o f  
h e r  f a t h e r ' s  h o u s e ,  h e r  p a r e n t s  b e i n g  e l s e w h e r e  
engaged ,  s h e  f e l l  u p o n  a  k n i f e  s h e  h a d  f o u n d  a n d  
i n f l i c t e d  o n  h e r s e l f  a  m o r t a l  wound. T h e r e  was 
n o  one  n e a r .  . . . 6 4 
Again,  note the s i m i l a r i t y  between the  
form of the  coroners '  inquest  a n d  the  
reco rd ing  of the  Mi rac les .  
H i g h l y  mobi le  toddlers were t r y i n g  
to t h e i r  pa ren ts  b u t  the medieval  v i l l a g e  
c h i l d r e n  were not a lways  neglected a n d  
le f t  alone. The manua ls  of a d v i c e  on 
c h i  I d r e a r i n g  suggest p l a y i n g  w i t h  the  
c h i l d ,  c l e a n i n g  a n d  b a t h i n g  i t ,  s i n g i n g  
lu l l ab ies ,  a n d  teach ing i t  to  t a l k  ( " l i s p i n g  
a n d  repea t ing  the same words") .  65 The 
evidence f rom the p o p u l a r  I  i t e r a t u r e  
shows t h a t  t h i s  was not o n l y  a d v i c e  
t h a t  nurses of the  r i c h  fo l lowed.  I n  
one of the  poems of M a r y ' s  lament f o r  
h e r  son she speaks of how l u c k y  o the r  
mothers are .  
O f  a l l  women t h a t  e v e r  w e r e  b o r n ,  
T h a t  b e a r  c h i l d r e n ,  a b i d e ,  a n d  s e e  
How my s o n  l i e t h  me f o r o r e ,  
Upon my k n e e ,  t a ' e n  f r o m  a  t r e e .  
Your  c h i l d r e n  y o u  d a n c e  u p o n  y o u r  k n e e  
W i t h  l a u g h i n g ,  k i s s i n g  a n d  m e r r y  c h e e r .  
. . .  
0 woman, woman w e l l  i s  w i t h  t h e e .  
The c h i l d ' s  c a p  t h o u  p u t t e s t  o n ,  
Thou c o m b e s t  h i s  h a i r ,  h i s  c o l o u r  see .  . . . 
66 
Care of the c h i  ld ren,  therefore, was 
not j us t  a bu rden  on the parents ,  b u t  
a l so  a source of enjoyment. Not o n l y  
the  mother 's  f u l f i l  Iment w i t h  c h i l d r e n  
b u t  a lso  the f a t h e r ' s  i s  expressed. Ema&'s 
husband weeps when he  sees c h i l d r e n  
a t  p l a y  a n d  mourns h i s  own lost  c h i l d .  67 
Bess Lomax Hawes h a s  w r i t t e n  
a ve ry  i n te res t i ng  p iece about  the  content 
of American l u l  l ab ies  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  
almost any  song m igh t  be  sung to  c h i l d r e  
to p u t  them to sleep, not  j u s t  l u l l a b i e s .  68 
I n  the course of s i n g i n g  a b a b y  to sleep 
no doubt medieval mothers sang carols ,  
ba l l ads ,  a n d  maybe even d r i n k i n g  songs 
to t h e i r  c h i  Id ren.  Thus the  c h i l d r e n  
would l e a r n  f rom b i r t h  about  the rewarded 
a n d  the pun ished behav io r  in  the  society 
th rough i t s  songs. 
The l u l l a b y  Proper, accord ing 
to  the usua l  ana lys i s ,  i s  supposed to 
b e  reassu r ing  to the  c h i  Id ,  speak ing 
of good t h i n g s  t h a t  w i l l  happen and  
pro tec t ive  people a n d  s ~ r r o u n d i n ~ s . ~ '  
The recorded l u l l a b i e s  f rom the l a t e  
medieval E n g l a n d  a r e  f a r  f rom t h i s  stereo- 
type. The l u l l a b i e s  t h a t  M a r y  s ings  
to Jesus a r e  g r i m  red ic to rs  of h i s  eventua l  
death on the  cross. F'o 
Even , t h e  l u l l a b i e s  f o r  c h i l d r e n  
other  than  Jesus t e l l  the c h i l d  t h a t  i t  
has  come i n t o  a n  uncouth  wor ld .  As 
the wretched c h i l d  f rom Adam's l i n e  
there i s  r e a l l y  l i t t l e  to  hope fo r .  The  
wor ld  i s  a v a l e  of tears  i n  wh ich  poor 
men become r i c h  a n d  r i c h  men become 
poor. 
C h i l d ,  t h o u  n a r t  a  p i l g r i m  b y t  a n d  u n c o u t h  g e s t  
. . - 
C h i l d ,  i f  b i t i d e  t h a t  t h o u s  s h a l t  t h r i v e  
a n d  t h e e ,  [ p r o s p e r ]  
Thenk t h o u  was a - f o s t r e d  u p o n  t h y  modres  k n e e ;  
E v e r e  h a v e  mynde i n  t h y n  h e r t e  o f  t h o  
t h y n g e s  t h r e e - -  
Whan t h o u  c o m e s t ,  whan t h o u  a r t ,  a n d  w h a t  s h a l  
come o f  t h e e . 7 1  
This type of l u l l aby  speaks of a wor ld  that  
i s  not secure and  loving,  bu t  that  i s  fear fu l  
.I 
and t rans i tory.  
The p ic tu re  the c h i l d  i s  g iven 
from in fancy i s  a r ea l i s t i c  one. I n fan t  
mor ta l i ty  was very  h igh .  L i f e  expectancy 
averaged about th i r ty - two years. And 
a ch i ld ,  a g i r l  o r  a boy, could look 
'I 
forward to h a r d  labor  and severe disappoint-  
ments. The anx ie t ies  expressed i n  the 
songs a re  not separat ion from parents,  72 
bu t  the common worr ies the whole fami l y  
faced. The ch i  I d  was immediate1 y in tegrated 
in to  the va le  of tears w i th  the rest  
d 
of the fami ly ,  not isolated in to  a separate 
spa t i a l  and emotional realm as i s  the 
American ch i l d .  The c h i l d  became an  
immediate p a r t  of the common emotional 
and economic f am i l i a l  u n i t  shar ing  the i r  
worr ies and  concerns about the outside 
world. 
'I From the mother 's po in t  of view 
such songs seem to have two functions. 
They do, as Hawes suggests of lu l lab ies ,  
express the mother 's mixed feel i ngs about 
ch i l d rea r i ng  and the time and t roub le  
w 
i t  takes. They also speak of the extreme 
sorrow and f r us t ra t i on  of r a i s i n g  a c h i l d  
who w i l l  be ca r r i ed  of f  by  disease o r  
accident before matu r i t y .  And, f i n a l l y ,  
there i s  a very  strong emphasis p laced 
on the g ra t i tude  the c h i l d  should feel 
- 
fo r  the mother that  reared i t .  I t  forges 
a close mother-child bonding i n  very 
exp l i c i t  terms. The re la t ionsh ip  of Mary 
and Jesus was a powerful social idea l .  
As the c h i l d  matured and learned more 
about Chr i s t ian i t y  t h i s  bond was reconfirmed. 
Fami I  i a l  closeness increased as 
the c h i l d  got o lder.  When the c h i l d  had 
developed suf f ic ient  motor s k i l l s  a t  the 
age of four, i t  went to the f i e lds  w i th  
the parents and accompanied them d u r i n g  
the i r  work. They learned the i r  pa ren t ' s  
work from a very  young age. The accident 
pa t te rn  shows an  extreme dropping off 
of accidents a t  age four  because the 
ch i ld ren  had  more motor s k i l l s  and  because 
they were under more parenta l  supervis ion.  7 3 
I t  is, perhaps, too great  a leap 
of conjecture to say that  t h i s  ea r l y  
pa r t i c i pa t i on  of the c h i l d  i n  the fami l y  
led to greater fami l  y harmony. But informa- 
t ion that  I  have compiled on homicide 
pat terns w i t h i n  the fami ly  suggests that  
the poss ib i l i t y  should be explored fu r ther .  
Of the 553 cases of homicide recorded 
i n  fourteenth-century Northanptonshi r e  
on ly  8 percent invo lved i n t r a fam i l i a l  
homicide. . This contrasts w i t h  about a 
t h i r d  of the cases i n  America and ha l f  
of the cases i n  modern Great B r i t a i n .  
The I ines of conf l ic t  a re  also ins t ruc t ive .  
The husband-wife re1 a t  ionship accounted 
f o r  39 percent of i n t r a fam i l i a l  homicides 
whereas parent-chi I d  re1 a t  ionships accounted 
f o r  on ly  22 percent. 74 Mother-son and  
mother-daughter conf l ic ts  were ra re .  
Fur ther  studies of the f am i l i a l  conf l ic ts  
i n  the ba l l ads  might  reveal  more about 
how the fami ly  members fought, how 
they resolved dif ferences, and  what were 
the taboos i n  in t ra fami  l  i a l  re la t ionsh ips.  
The coroners' r o l l s  g i ve  a number 
of instances where parents gave the i r  
own l ives i n  order  to save the i r  ch i ld ren .  
For instance, an  Oxford mother d ied 
a t  tempting to rescue her  twenty-week- 
o l d  son. 
On F r i d a y  l a s t  [ n  Aug. 12981 J o h n  T r i v a l e r  
a n d  A l i c e  h i s  w i f e  w e r e  i n  a  shop  where  t h e y  abode  
i n  t h e  p a r i s h  o f  S t .  Mary  l a t e  a t  n i g h t ,  r e a d y  
t o  go t o  bed,  a n d  t h e  s a i d  A l i c e  f i x e d  a  l i g h t e d  
c a n d l e  o n  t h e  w a l l  b y  t h e  s t r a w  w h i c h  l a y  i n  t h e  
s a i d  shop  s o  t h a t  t h e  f l a m e  o f  t h e  c a n d l e  r e a c h e d  
t h e  s t r a w  b e f o r e  i t  was d i s c o v e r e d  a n d  i m m e d i a t e l y  
t h e  f i r e  s p r e a d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  shop ,  s o  t h a t  t h e  
s a i d  John  a n d  A l i c e  s c a r c e  e s c a p e d  w i t h o u t ,  f o r g e t t i n g  
t h a t  t h e y  were l e a v i n g  t h e  c h i l d  b e h i n d  them. And 
i m m e d i a t e l y  when t h e  s a i d  A l i c e  remembered  t h a t  
h e r  s o n  was i n  t h e  f i r e  w i t h i n ,  s h e  l e a p t  b a c k  
i n t o  t h e  shop  t o  s e e k  h im,  and  i m m e d i a t e l y  when 
s h e  e n t e r e d  s h e  was overcome b y  t h e  g r e a t n e s s  o f  
t h e  f i r e  a n d  choked .  75 
There a r e  a lso  cases where c h i l d r e n  
a r e  k i l l e d  b y  accident  a n d  the  sorrow 
a n d  anger  of the parents  i s  recorded. 
For  instance, a ten-year-old boy was 
shoot ing ar rows a t  a d u n g h i l l  when 
he missed a n d  shot a f i ve-year -o ld  g i r l .  
He f l e d  f rom the scene because he feared 
h e r  f a t h e r ' s  anger .  76 
We cannot leave the  top ic  of pa ren ts  
a n d  c h i l d r e n  w i thout  t a k i n g  i n t o  considera-  
t i on  P h i l i p p e  Ar i&s l  thesis t h a t  d u r i n g  
the M idd le  Ages there was no sent imental  
concept of fami  l y a n d  c h i l d r e n .  While 
pa ren ts  might  love t h e i r  ch i l d ren ,  they 
d i d  not p lace  a sent imental v a l u e  on 
chi ldhood.  He po in ted to p i c t u r e s  of 
c h i l d r e n  as smal l  a d u l t s  a n d  made a 
ser ies of erroneous assumptions about  
the medieval f a m i l y ;  He assumed t h a t  
people l i v e d  in extended k i n s h i p  households 
a n d  h a d  s t ronger  community t ies  t h a n  
f a m i l y  t ies, t h a t  c h i l d r e n  o n l y  became 
v a l u a b l e  a t  the age of seven when they 
cou ld  work in the  f i e lds ,  and,  f ina l ly ,  
t h a t  c h i l d r e n  were ignored i n  tho e a r l y  
stages because of the  h i g h  i n f a n t  mor ta l i t y .  
Sentimental izat ion of childhood, he claims, on- 
l y  comes i n  the ea r l y  modern per iod 
when fami l ies  t u r n  i n  upon themselves 
w i th  the advent of i ndus t r i a l  iza t ion 
and  urbanizat ion.  77 
Medieval ists have mustered the i r  
arguments aga inst  t h i s  thesis. McLaughl in 
has pointed out  tha t  by  the end of the 
twel f th  century there a re  stor ies about 
the de l ights  of chi ldhood and sentimental 
stories about chi ldren.78 These t rad i t i ons  
continue i n  the fourteenth and  f i f teenth  
centuries. The I i tera ture  abounds w i t h  
laments of Chr is t  to h i s  mother 79 and 
those of Mary to women i n  general speaking 
about the strong sentiment f o r  the mother- 
c h i l d  re la t ionsh ip  i n  general.  
0 woman, a  c h a p l e t  t h o u  chosen h a s t  
Thy c h i l d  f o r  t o  wear t o  t h e y  g r e a t  l i k i n g :  
Thou f a s t t n e s t  i t  on w i t h  g r e a t  s o l a c e .  . . . 
0 woman, t h o u  t a k e s t  t h e y  c h i l d  by t h e  hand 
And say, "Sweet son, g i v e  me a  s t r o k e " .  . . . 8 0 
I t  i s  un l i ke l y  tha t  the poets would make 
up  t h i s  sentimental poetry about Mary 
and Jesus i f  i t  were not a common emotion 
and ideal ized response fo r  the society 
a t  large.  
There were also songs tha t  ideal  ized 
the innocence of ~ h i l d h o o d . ~ '  And over 
h a l f  of the miracles of Henry VI invo lved 
r a i s i n g  ch i ld ren  of a l l  ages from the 
dead o r  c u r i n g  them. These would not 
be so common i f  they had  not appealed 
to people. 
Perhaps the most s t r i k i n g  testimony 
i n  the I i t e ra tu re  of the sent imental izat ion 
of chi ldhood comes from the tales of 
mar tyred ch i ld ren .  St. VJilliam of Norwich 
was supposedly c ruc i f i ed  b y  the Jews 
i n  1144. He was about eleven o r  twelve 
years o l d  a t  the time. A c u l t  immediately 
grew u p  around h i m  and  made Norwich 
a great  p lace of p i lg r image.82 There 
- fol lowed a r a s h  of m a r t y r e d  young boys 
in many of the major  ca thedra l  towns. 
Toward the end of the t rend,  about  a 
century  a f t e r  W i  l  l  iam, L i n c o l n  got he r  
boy m a r t y r  i n  St. Hugh,e3 who became 
one of the  most famous of a l l  t hanks  
.II to Chaucer. Th is  appears  to have  been 
one of the great  h a g i o g r a p h i c a l  t r a d i t i o n s  
t h a t  Eng land  expor ted to the cont inent ,  
fo r ,  a f t e r  Wi l l iam, m a r t y r e d  boys  were 
found i n  many o ther  p a r t s  of Europe 
as wel l ,  o r  a t  least s a i n t s '  l i v e s  were 
- made u p  f o r  local versions.34 
The mar ty red  c h i l d  was a n a t u r a l  
subject  f o r  sainthood.  I t  h a d  s t rong  
p a r a l l e l s  to the l y r i c  poet ry  about  the 
c h i l d  Jesus, i t  co inc ided w i t h  the  p o p u l a r  
b i b l i c a l  s to ry  of the S laughter  of the 
-I Innocents, and  i t  f u l f i l l e d  the words 
of Chr is t ,  "su f fe r  l i t t l e  c h i l d r e n  to come 
un to  me." The M idd le  Ages sent imental ized 
and  venerated ch i ldhood in the  way 
i t  knew best-- i t  made s a i n t s  out  of c h i l d r e n .  
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